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ORIGINAL LETTERS— A DESCRIPTION OF THE 
ILLINOIS COUNTRY. 

William Dobell to Mrs. Lucy Coveney.* 

Albion, Edwards County, Illinois. 

United States of America. 
My Dear Sister, 

It is my intention to proceed with the Sequel of my Last 
Letter to you in which I mean to describe the general face 
and appearance of the country — the habits, modes of living 
and general maimers of the people and to treat particularly 
of Agricultural pursuits, and am happy in acknowledging the 
hearing from you in the interim of my writing, and for the 
information you give us respecting the Old Country friends 
& acquaintances. It is a pleasing reflection, that the distance 
of 4 or 5000 miles does not preclude the communication of 
intelligence from our friends. But I Proceed in my descrip- 
tion. I believe I have already told you that about Albion the 
face of the country is pretty much Woodland, there are there- 
fore very few Farms of any extent within 2 or 3 miles ; some 
fields about Town cleared for Pasture excepted — the prospect 
is necessarily very confined. When we come to the Prairies 
from 3 to 5 miles distant, we enter on the Farming Districts 
and here the land is pretty much entered & occupied for 
several miles in every direction with Farms of a greater or 
less extent. But North & West a few miles further from 
Town, there are Tracts as yet unoccupied, & where portions 
may be obtained from 40 acres upwards, at the Public Land 
office (Shawnee Town) at the Low price of 1 Dollar 25 Cents 
per Acre this is Land uncleared & wholly in a State of nature 
— We will suppose an industrious hardworking Young man 

* Copied from the original manuscript, a letter from William Dobell to 
his sister, Mrs. Lucy Coveney, Tenterden, Kent County, England, January 6, 
1842. 
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comes here to settle, and upon his arrival has 2 or 300 Dollars 
at command. He enters at the Public Land office 80 Acres, 
Timber & Land suitable for cultivation — he fixes upon the 
place of his residence, Farm Yard & Buildings, & is careful 
to fix where good water may be obtained — he must cut Timber 
to build a Log House, & also for Bails to fence in as much 
Land as he intends cultivating at first, say 20 or 25 Acres. 
He should now also purchase a Cow or two, and some hogs 
for Breeding & for a supply of Pork for domestic use. One 
or Two Horses may be sufficient at first as he must be content 
to increase his stock of working & breeding Cattle, as time & 
means may enable him to do. Price of Cows from 9 to 12 
Dollars each a Horse say 25 to 40 or 50 Dollars, young Hogs 
may now be bought very cheap. Having plowed his Land, 
his first year's crop will be wholly or in great part of Indian 
Corn at an average of about 40 bushels per Acre, and if the 
Soil be kindly he may raise Turnips also. We will suppose 
that during his 1st year he has laid out a Garden well fenced 
in & secured for the growth of vegetables, garden fruits, 
herbs etc. for his own consumption. — And planted an Orchard 
with young Apple, Peach & Cherry Trees as these form the 
principal Orchard fruits of this part of the Country. Indian 
Corn or Potatoes may be planted between the Young Trees 
so as not to impede their growth & thus whilst the Orchard is 
raising, the land it occupies need not be left in an unproductive 
state. The 2nd year, if able, the Farmer will take in under 
fence more Land for Corn and raise some wheat upon a por- 
tion of the ground first cultivated, first manuring it from the 
Stable, Cow Yard etc, average Crop I believe about 15 to 20 
Bushels per Acre. Here I remark, that during a great part 
of the year, Cattle, Hogs, etc., cost the Farmer but little for 
keep, as during Spring, Summer and part of the Fall they find 
plenty of Food in the open Prairies and unfenced woodlands 
where they may range at liberty. In the Third year we expect 
the Farmer will be able to add to his first Purchase and extend 
his cultivation, but this depends mainly upon his industry & 
economy at the outset of his course. Thus from year to year 
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he may find himself increasing in prosperity and the produce 
of his industry supplying him with the necessaries and some 
of the comforts and enjoyments of life. 

The Farmer now in his 3rd year may perhaps raise a 
small Crop of Oats enough for his own demand, and have 
laid down a few Acres for Hay & also a piece of pasturage 
for Cattle sheep & calves which he intends raising — and he 
may then consider himself pretty well established & finding 
increasing conveniences for his Farming occupation, he should 
proceed regularly onwards with diligence and caution, turning 
his Crops and indeed all his Saleable produce to the best pos- 
sible account, & living within his present means of expense & 
enjoyment. Farmers usually keep a few Sheep, more for the 
sake of the wool for Clothing than from any pecuniary advan- 
tage derived from it. Turkies, Ducks & Fowls are kept for 
Family use as well as for Sale. Geese especially on account 
of the value of their Feathers for Beds — and here it should be 
observed, that the Farmer ought to make sufficient by the 
Sale of his Poultry, Butter eggs & Vegetables etc. to defray 
the expence of his Store bills & some other expenses, His 
Farm producing Him most of the necessary Articles of Life, 
he has only occasion to purchase Furniture, Cooking & wash- 
ing Utensils, Tea, Coffee, Sugar, Cotton goods, Sheeting, 
Shirting etc. and small articles for daily domestic Use leav- 
ing if possible the produce of his Corn, Cattle, Pork etc. to 
be added to his Capital, year by year, to enable him to add to 
his Stock of working and Fattening Cattle etc. and to extend 
his business and increase his conveniences for Farming occu- 
pation. 

We now also suppose him in this 3rd year to have some 
produce as Corn etc. Cattle, Hogs, etc. ready for Market, and 
the prices he could now procure are as follows — Indian Corn 
25 Cents per bushel — wheat about 1 Dollar Oats 5 Bushels 
to the Dollar Hay at per 100 lbs. or Ton— Flour 5 Dollars the 
Barrel weighing nearly 200 lbs, Potatoes 25 to 31% Cents 
per bushel, Pork at the Pork Merchants now scarcely 2 Dol- 
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lars per 100 lbs., Beef 2% Dollars, Poultry, Butter, Cheese, 
Eggs etc. are now low. The Price of Provisions is now much 
less than it was but a few years since, and the Farmers you 
may be sure feel & complain of it & call the present "hard 
times. " This with the present scarcity of money is unfavora- 
ble both for Farmers & Traders. Business is dull, & princi- 
pally conducted on Credit and by Barter. But the principal 
Market for Western Produce is New Orleans and the Towns 
on the Mississippi. Salted Beef, Pork, Corn, Flour, Butter, 
Lard, Poultry and some live Cattle are taken down the River 
at this Season in flat-bottomed Boats holding from 40 to 60 
Tons by the Merchants and often by 2 or 3 Farmers uniting 
their Stock, and thereby becoming their own Merchants as 
well as Producers. Occasionally the Drovers from Ohio pur- 
chase here great numbers of Cattle to fatten & take to Phila- 
delphia and the Eastern Markets. These are the principal 
outlets for the disposal of our Marketable Produce. 

It will be seen from the above Statement in what manner 
Cultivation is effected, produce raised & disposed of, and how 
fair a chance is offiered for Young, industrious saving men 
to procure a subsistence & accumulate property. The above 
description is a history of the experience of several Farmers 
that I know, that emigrated from England from 7 or 8 to 20 
years ago. Some with some little means to establish them- 
selves at first, others from their daily Labour gradually to 
procure the means to raise a Farm they may not have met 
with equal success, but I believe all are doing well, and im- 
proving in circumstances. In the same manner men of the 
most common mechanical arts and trades may in this Country 
succeed to advantage but of this I have written before. It is 
a mistaken notion in England, that a little labour is here suffi- 
cient for the means of subsistence. Constant labour & econ- 
omy are necessary in every occupation to ensure desirable 
success here as well as elsewhere and it is useless for persons 
to emigrate to this Country unless they possess property suf- 
ficient to maintain themselves, or are of decidedly industrious 
& persevering habits. 
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The manners, customs, modes of living etc. of the Inhabi- 
tants appear strange to the newly arrived emigrant, and this 
is perhaps no where more observable than in the shifts they 
make to do without those conveniences which are considered 
almost indispensable in every English Family, as to Furni- 
ture etc. Beds crowded, a scanty supply of Tables, Chairs 
etc. a Few Iron & Tin Cooking utensils, Plates Knives and 
Forks, Cups & Saucers a Tea & Coffee Pot & a Coffee Mill, 
form the principal garniture of a Farmer's Log Cabin. The 
English Language is universally spoken here except amongst 
a few Dutch & German Families, and the Americans pride 
themselves on speaking the English Language in greater 
purity than the English do. It is true we do not hear much 
of that provincial dialect which is so various in many of the 
Counties of England. The Americans are very particular in 
their pronunciation. However we speak a common Language 
and generally pretty well understand one another. It is com- 
mon here to rise early and to retire early in the evening to 
rest — breakfast early — Dine about 12 or 1 & eat supper after 
dark, or the labours of the day are over, to eat meat morning 
and night often partaking of a Cold Dinner and a hot Supper, 
Tea or Coffee at breakfast & Supper and water the Universal 
beverage at Dinner and through the Day excepting with those 
who drink whisky or other ardent spirits and with those 
Farmers who can make Cider sufficient for their daily or very 
frequent use. Very little Beer is consumed, but it may gen- 
erally be had at the public Houses or Groceries as they are 
called, although much higher than in England. 

Eemarks on the peculiarities of the manners and customs 
here might be extended to a very considerable length, but for 
the present I must desist and touch on subjects of a more 
personal nature. I feel happy & thankful to Divine Provi- 
dence in saying that my health in general for some months 
past has been better, than for the same period since living in 
this Country or indeed for several years before I left Eng- 
land. My late School near the Village Prairie is broken up — 
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the School House sold & removed to a distance in Village 
Prairie to serve for a Township School. I have been staying 
at Sister Craig's above a month, but in the mean time have 
been able to organize a School at Graysville a Town on the 
Wabash 10 miles from Albion where I shall commence on 
Monday next with Eleven Scholars already subscribed for, 
and a good prospect of an increase; I hope this change will 
better my circumstances, as my late School did not yield suf- 
ficient for the expenses of my board, Clothing etc. during the 
past year. I leave it when everything is settled, worse off 
than I was 12 months ago ; it was only during the first 12 or 
18 months that I was able to save any thing & that not 
much. Keeping School is here an uncertain employment as 
to its continuance. In some situations the people are satis- 
fied with a School of 3 or 6 months continuance during the 
winter and it is no uncommon thing in Summer to see School 
Teachers anxiously seeking for employment of some kind. 
It is unusual for a Teacher to continue for 2 or 3 years in the 
same place as I have done and Mr. Harwick who opened a 
School in Albion before I came is here still and likely to con- 
tinue. I hope my introduction to Graysville may lead to a 
settlement there as the Town & neighborhood will be able to 
supply a succession of Scholars. But leaving a space for my 
Sister to write I must conclude and leave it to your discretion 
to read or lend the above to any of your friends to whom the 
information it communicates may be interesting — and without 
mentioning names be pleased to give my kindest respects to 
all relations friends & acquaintances & believe me to remain, 
Your ever affectionate Brother 

Wii^liam Dobelu 
Albion Wednesday January 6, 1842. 
P. S. Thursday January 7th. 

As Mrs. Craig is just now so busy that she has not time 
to write, I add a few lines by way of Postscript. Mr. Craig 
continues much in the same state, but I think something worse 
for a few weeks past, & is unable to do any thing scarcely at 
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his business. Mrs. Craig's School is in a flourishing state — 
she has now 25 Scholars. Lucy & Henry are well, & getting 
forward in their Education, but not so fast as I could wish 
to see them. Your liberal and enlightened friends will feel 
pleased to hear, that the people in this part of the Country 
appear to feel an increasing interest on the subject of Edu- 
cation. New Schools are erecting, & Schools have already 
increased in various Districts around Albion, & there does 
not appear to be any lack of competent Teachers to conduct 
them — and I hope the time is not far distant when there will 
hardly be found a young man or woman who has not at least 
learnt to read & write. This is a pleasing Subject of observa- 
tion & of anticipation, for Political & Civil Liberty without 
knowledge & education may in many cases lead to Licentious- 
ness and disregard of Order & good Government. 

Knowledge & virtue alone can form the basis of good 
Society & produce those Social affection & benevolent feelings 
& actions which constitute the bond, security & happiness of 
society. Religion also flourishes amongst us, chiefly on Or- 
thodox principles, but all parties appear cordially to unite 
their efforts to enlighten & reform mankind. The improve- 
ment in the morals & general conduct of the people gives 
pleasure & ground to hope that in a few years the Social State 
here may approximate to that which exists generally in the 
enlightened Countries of Europe. As this is now the Country 
of my adoption, where I expect to live & die, I hail with pleas- 
ure every improvement in or addition to its public Institu- 
tions, in the progress & extension of Education and knowledge 
— in the increase of the Social affections & benevolent feel- 
ings — and in whatever may prompt the advancement of Soci- 
ety. Mr. and Mrs. Craig & the Children unite in love with 
yours, W. Dobell. 



